viewing so keen, with all our dissatisfactions intact, that we are weighed down with our own sharpness. But few poems attempt to stand so fully in the present, in the light of the poet's own intelligence, as The Bridge. Few aspire to such a rise of optimism stemming from all that has gone before. What the poet draws out for readers of The Bridge is an act of continuity, and the continuity of the poem is its most remarkable triumph. As a person, as a son, as a citizen, Hart Crane had all the reasons in the world to feel he had no future. He had made no steady home for himself, he had found no single one to love, and in a barbaric age, an age he called "appalling and dull at the same time,"1 he had taken up the course of complex lyric poetry. But the poet of The Bridge will make up for all this?even as he stays close to the dangers of falling apart, close to the difficulties of holding oneself together. The poet of The Bridge is most concerned with the struggle to realize a fu ture for himself in his own poem, to discover a direction that will free him to write more poetry. But the only way such a direction can take shape is through The poet's aim is not, however, to return to the ideals of the past but to achieve a continuity?a continuity that commits one to the present. The poet of The Bridge has no program for such a commitment; rather, his need for con 106 tinuity places him with those who are lost, like the land agent, at the same time as it suggests he must try to break from a sense of the weak, immediate present to write poems that will create a future for himself. Not all the poems in The Bridge achieve a breakthrough, though all of them aspire to it. Because the poet, in his very language, is so bent upon making connections through his in telligence rather than through a set scheme or pattern, no poem in The Bridge feels out of touch with the poet's desire to create a living present. But at times, his emphasis falls heavily on the distinction between past and present?a dis tinction paralleled by a lapse in the strength of his language?and in two of the last poems to be written, "Quaker Hill" and "Cape Hatteras," he uses the rich Liberty." The poet can identify with the gull?"his rippling rest" and "dip and pivot him" apply to the poet as surely as to the gull: the "his" and "him" under line that?but the wish to be utterly free, apart from all the routine of the city, only leads to an increased awareness of one's bondage to routine.
The poet's aim is not, however, to return to the ideals of the past but to achieve a continuity?a continuity that commits one to the present. The poet of The Bridge has no program for such a commitment; rather, his need for con tinuity places him with those who are lost, like the land agent, at the same time as it suggests he must try to break from a sense of the weak, immediate present to write poems that will create a future for himself. Not all the poems in The Bridge achieve a breakthrough, though all of them aspire to it. Because the poet, in his very language, is so bent upon making connections through his in telligence rather than through a set scheme or pattern, no poem in The Bridge feels out of touch with the poet's desire to create a living present. But at times, his emphasis falls heavily on the distinction between past and present?a dis tinction paralleled by a lapse in the strength of his language?and in two of the last poems to be written, "Quaker Hill" and "Cape Hatteras," he uses the rich Liberty." The poet can identify with the gull?"his rippling rest" and "dip and pivot him" apply to the poet as surely as to the gull: the "his" and "him" under line that?but the wish to be utterly free, apart from all the routine of the city, only leads to an increased awareness of one's bondage to routine.
The lack of conventional syntax in these first two stanzas is, I think, delib erately frustrating; it is meant to convey a lack of any sure direction. But this lack of direction does not mean the poet is simply floundering; indeed, he is already beginning to work out his true freedom by working through his sense of what is wrong with his situation. If "apparitional" in the second line refers to the gull's wings, it also refers to "our eyes" which fade, when forsaken by the brief ecstasy of the gull, toward " Yet the implication is that these people are unanswered; they have been over looked by makers of films who provide only "panoramic sleights"?magic tricks that are but patronizing dismissals. And if the poet sees that they, like him, are frustrated in their longings, living in a kind of abyss with their desires unful filled, he also sees them as not at all complacent but unsettled, bending forward in a seeking attitude. The shift, at this point, to a firm syntax, with lines rolling forward in determination, reveals the poet gaining a sense of his direction as he grasps the fact that others share his plight and the audience for a great poem exists all around him. This is a crucial shift in the Proem, the point at which the poet comes to realize the connection between his own troubles and the needs of others. And the very change in syntax becomes a summoning of power which affirms that reaching out to others is in fact the direction for the poet ?instead of reaching out to a gull's wings, longing to fly away to some faraway freedom. The lilt of the gull, the sense of freedom, must be won in the city; the yearning to identify with a soaring bird must be transformed into a reaching into oneself and a reaching out to others.
At this point, the entrance of that which is beyond the poet yet to which the poet can address himself becomes a realization most distinctively earned.
To address the bridge as "Thee" comports with the poet's grasp of an audience which promises him the opportunity to write a poem that others actually need to hear. And yet the fact is that in this stanza the poet does not speak direcdy to his discovered audience: he speaks to that which is beyond him, that which is beyond the audience. The very idea, however, of aiming for that which is be yond one is just the possibility the poet has discovered; the poet will speak with an audience of lost multitudes but in his own tongue, taking step of the sun yet not abandoning his own individual stride. And then a truck will lumber past the wharves As winch engines begin throbbing on some deck;
Or a drunken stevedore's howl and thud below Come echoing alley-upward through dim snow.
One instinctively shrinks from this onslaught, summoning back the haze of sleep. Though sleep may be painful because of its vagueness, it at least eludes the oafish puns, the animal howls, of the daily grind. But the poet returns to his sleep less to avoid the dull sounds of the everyday than to attempt to make them over, to go under them, to get beneath them, to move to some kind of harmony. The double sense of the poet wanting to escape yet discovering a reciprocity is virtually enacted in: "And if they take your sleep away some times/ They give it back again." "Sometimes"?poised so perfectly?pivots to ward both "take" and "give"; and yet, when one moves past the line break, there is a sense of relief, as though the poet actually yields his perch to drift off.
With
the dreamy visions to which he returns in a half-wakeful, half wishful state, the poet comes close to understanding his need for a love that is based both on reverent attention (as in the "Soft sleeves of sound" that "At tend the darkling harbor, the pillowed bay") and capacious freedom (as in the steam that "Spills into steam and wanders, washed away/ ?Flurried by keen fifings"). Yet to be "washed away" is not truly to be free. And it is only with the presence of the rising sun, sensed as the force behind all, that the poet begins to move out of his hazy retreat: But it is the sun flickering across the "Two?three bright window-eyes" that is able to recollect the sense of the lover's eyes; the sun is not trapped in the flat sheets of glass, it is free. And out of its stiff, frosty beginning, the very stanza comes alive, fusing the sense of dawning with the sense of the lover. The sun acts as though it were caught, held a moment, then thrust into the air, to become as one of the gulls. The energy of the sun is sprung through the line break: "disk/ The sun, released?aloft with cold gulls hither."
The In "Virginia," the relation between Mary and her young man is not so easily pinned down. It is a confusing relation because Mary is so up in the air with her feelings, and her ghostly interlocutor appears so unlikely to bring her out of the clouds. We see that Mary is right to "keep smiling the boss away," as she knows he is not her Prince, not her Spring, but what the poet seems to want Mary to see is that her own dream of a Prince, of a Spring, is tinged with that same false smile she gives the boss.
In the background of "Virginia" lies the masculine world of business, but it, too, lacks substantiality. It has the feel of a place where riches are supposed to lie just around the corner, and it has the quality of the suspended, the dreamy, the insulated rather than the active or even the brutal. Mary's boss, one imag ines, is no aggressive suitor; it is a world, after all, of nickels and dimes rather than thousand dollar bills. And the "way-up nickel-dime tower" is juxtaposed to the random energies of a dice game in which all richness rides on the lucky The poet becomes gradually aware of this. At first, he seems to think what is disturbing about the dance is the way in which it makes your ideal seem that much more remote. The dancer arouses visions in the brain that have to do with an ideal woman, not the woman before you or any woman you know. And so you rush, at the close of the routine, to keep that visionary ideal alive:
